The murine NK2.1 antigen: a 130 kD glycoprotein dimer expressed by a natural killer cell subset of the spleen, thymus and lymph nodes.
Murine natural killer (NK) cells express a few antigens not found on other leukocyte subsets. The NK1.1 antigen, that is present in only a few mouse strains, has been extensively characterized whereas our knowledge of the NK2.1 antigen, which is more commonly expressed, remains, as yet, limited. Our laboratory has previously reported the production of a mAb (4LO3311) recognizing a murine NK cell-specific molecule with a similar strain distribution as the NK2.1 antigen formerly defined with an NZB anti-BALB/c antiserum. In this study, we demonstrate by sequential immunoprecipitation that 4LO3311 represents the first NK2.1 antigen-specific mAb. This reagent was used to immunoprecipitate the NK2.1 antigen from 125I-labeled lysates of fresh NK-enriched spleen cells. SDS-PAGE analyses revealed that the NK2.1 antigen is expressed at the cell surface as a N-glycosylated disulfide-linked protein dimer with approximately 65 kD subunits. The NK2.1 antigen is likely to be anchored in the plasma membrane by a peptide moiety since its expression on NK cells was not affected by treatment with phosphatidylinositol-specific phospholipase C. In addition to be present on a splenic NK cell subset, the NK2.1 antigen is shown to be expressed by a small number of CD4-CD8-thymocytes and by a subset of CD4-CD8-IgG- lymph node cells. Finally, it is shown here that unlike the NKR-P1, the rat homologue of the murine NK1.1 antigen, neither the NK2.1 nor the NK1.1 antigen is expressed by polymorphonuclear leukocytes.